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Some Features of the Trade Unions
1. Decline in Union Membership
TH E PERCENTAGE that members of trade unions are of the total 
number of wage and salary earners is shown in Table 1 for the period 
from 1946 to 1969. The feature it shows is that from 1956, 
although the total number of trade unionists had increased by 81%, 
their percentage of the total number of wage and salary earners 
had fallen by 11% from 61% to 50%. This is lower than the 
51% of 1921. Or putting it another way, if the 61% of 1956 had 
have been maintained, the trade union movement in 1969 would 
have had 355,580 more members.
An examination of the reasons for the decline is outside of 
the terms of this analysis, but there are obvious areas for attention. 
One is that only 40% of the females in the work force are members 
of trade unions, as compared with 60% of the males. Another is 
the big expansion of the tertiary section of employment. Another 
is the need to increase the appeal of the trade unions for the 
younger workers who are a significant and increasing part of the 
work force.
Table 2 shows how the membership of a few unions has moved 
between 1954 and 1969, on the basis of figures provided by the 
unions cited. The year 1954 was taken as a start as it was the 
first one in which a 61%  of the wage and salary earners was 
reached. The year 1969 was taken as the end because it was 
the last full year for which figures were available at the time of 
writing.
From Table 2 it can be seen that the metal unions have increased 
their membership to varying degrees. This was to be expected 
in a period of big expansion of the manufacturing industries 
and the employment in them. The increase in the membership 
of the Boilermakers and Blacksmiths’ Society is attributable to
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the big increase in the use of welding on construction work and 
machine structures. The increase in the membership of the Elec­
trical Trades Union is attributable to the big expansion of the 
use of electrical plant and equipment. The fall in the membership 
of the Building Workers’ Industrial Union is typical of some unions 
where certain changes in the character of the industry have reduced 
the growth of employment in their area of coverage despite the 
expansion of the industry.
2. Pattern of Trade Union Size
The pattern of the size of trade unions according to membership 
is shown in Table 3, and it reveals two features.
The first feature is the slow decline in the number of individual 
trade unions from 375 in 1956 to 309 in 1969; a decline in 13 
years of 66, or 17%. At this rate of decline it could take about 
another 50 years to even halve the present number of unions to 
150. This fragmentation of the trade union movement produces 
a number of problems which it could well do without, such as 
demarcation arguments, duplication of work, difficulty of co-ordinat­
ing activity, multiple administrative costs, the hunting of employers 
by packs of union officials, and limitations on the setting up of 
the research and other facilities required to cope with today’s 
problems.
Amalgamation into bigger units is the obvious solution to the 
fragmentation, for around 25 trade unions would appear to be 
enough to serve the needs of wage and salary earners for industrial 
organisation. There are however powerful obstacles to amalgama­
tion such as the vested interest of officials in their own positions, 
conservative thinking, the power structure of the trade union move­
ment, and its historical development. There are certainly no 
obstacles so far as the rank and file are concerned, for the ballots 
for the amalgamations which have taken place up to date have 
been carried by overwhelming majorities.
A serious hindrance to the amalgamation of federal unions 
is the Commonwealth Arbitration Act, for there is no procedure 
in the Act to facilitate amalgamation. In fact the word does not 
appear anywhere in it. The only provision in the Act is for the 
registration of individual unions, so any unions which desire to 
amalgamate have to expend hundreds of man-hours of intense 
effort on complex technicalities in order to achieve it.
The second feature is the large percentage of the total membership 
which is covered by a small number of big unions as compared 
with the small percentage covered by a large number of small 
unions. This can be seen from Table 4, which shows that in
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1969, the 25 biggest unions covered 63% of the total membership, 
while all the other 284 unions covered 36%.
3. Decision-making Process
The collective decisions of the trade union movement are made 
in two ways. One is by means of the biennial Australian Council 
of Trade Unions Congresses, the decisions of which are binding 
on affiliated unions. The other is by means of decisions of the 
Interstate Executive which meets regularly between Congresses, 
the decisions of which require the endorsement of a majority of 
the six metropolitan Trades and Labor Councils for them to become 
binding.
The Councils are then expected to give life to the decisions 
through their affiliated unions. The Councils therefore play a key 
role in the collective decision making and implementation process 
of the trade union movement in relation to the decisions of both 
the Congress and Executive. So how the composition of the 
Councils is determined has a direct bearing on that process. This 
is determined by their formulae for the number of delegates to 
which a union can be entitled on the basis of its affiliated member­
ship. These are given in Table 5, together with the formula for 
the A.C.T.U. Congress, and it reveals two features.
The first feature is that five out of the six Council formulae 
are closed ones, for they have a cutioff point for entitlement to 
delegates. On the other hand, the formulae for the S.A. Council 
and the A.C.T.U. Congress are open-ended, for there is no cut-off 
point. In general the formulae favour the smaller unions to vary­
ing degrees, and to the highest degree in the two Councils of the 
most highly industrialised States of New South Wales and Victoria, 
where they put control of those Councils in the hands of the 
rightwing.
Moreover the situation can be self-perpetuating because any 
change in a formula cannot be made without the agreement of 
the small unions whose collective vote on a Council, because of its 
size, would determine whether any change would be made.
It was dissatisfaction with the formula of the Melbourne Trades 
Hall Council which was the main reason that prompted 26 big 
unions to refuse to pay their affiliation fees in 1967 until it was 
changed to give what they would regard as a more equitable 
representation. This difference has not yet been resolved. The 
Melbourne formula is the most restrictive of the six because its 
cut-off point is at a maximum of four delegates over 1,000 members. 
A number of unions have a much bigger membership than this. 
The A.E.U. for example had 29,920 in Victoria as at December
11
1970, but according to the formula would only be entitled to the 
same number of four delegates as would a union with 1,001 
members.
The balance of voting forces on the Melbourne Council demon­
strates in its most extreme form the point which has been made 
about the decisive character of the collective vote of the smaller 
unions. For example, at the time of the break, 34 small unions 
paid a total of $2,936 in affiliation fees and were entitled to 83 
delegates, while 2 big unions paid $2,926 in affiliation fees and 
were entitled to 8 delegates.
The formulae were first worked out when the trade unions were 
much smaller than they are today, and they have not changed 
much since then. The Melbourne formula has not changed since 
1915, although its affiliated membership has increased from 40,000 
in 1915 to 264,000 in 1970.
This criticism is not meant to argue that the big brigade should 
just roll over the smaller unions, but on the other hand the 
tail should not wag the dog. Such a situation is not good for 
the health of the trade union movement, so it should be corrected 
in an equitable way.
Because the Council’s formulae favour the smaller unions this, 
generally speaking, puts a conservative stamp on the collective 
decision-making process of the trade union movement, particularly 
when in addition some of the bigger unions are also conservative 
thinkers. The smaller unions, which comprise two-thirds of 
the total number of unions, with few exceptions have to devote 
most of their energy to keeping alive under the pressure of present- 
day conditions. They are therefore naturally more in favour of the 
safety-first maintenance of the status quo rather than the blazing 
of new paths.
The second feature is that the closed formulae of the Councils 
impose a built-in penalty on the amalgamation of trade unions. For 
example, when the A.E.U., the B. & B.S. and the Sheet Metal 
Workers become amalgamated, the number of delegates to which 
the new single union will be entitled in all the Councils except 
South Australia will be no greater than the number to which any 
of the three single unions was previously entitled. This will not 
be the case in representation at A.C.T.U. Congresses because 
its formulae are open-ended.
4. Organisational Basis
The policy of the A.C.T.U. on the desirable form of union 
organisational structure is that of industrial unionism. That is, 
for all employees in a particular industry to belong to a single
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union covering that industry. In actual practice, however, the 
organisational structure of trade unions in Australia has followed 
two different lines of development. This can be seen from the 
membership of the 25 biggest unions, which is given in Table 6.
One line of development has been the formation of an industrial 
type union, as represented by the Printing Industries’ Union, the 
Textile Workers’ Union and others, which cover the majority of 
blue-collar trade unionists engaged in the particular industry.
The other line of development is that of the conglomerate union, 
as represented by the Amalgamated Engineering Union, the Aus­
tralian Workers’ Union, the Miscellaneous Workers’ Union and 
others, the members of which are engaged in a number of different 
industries. This form is the product of the history of the develop­
ment of trade unions and the economy of Australia.
The importance of the conglomerate form is demonstrated by 
the fact that the top 7 biggest unions, and 9 out of the 25 biggest, 
are conglomerate unions. Moreover, the trend for them is to 
become larger. The biggest of them all is soon to be formed by 
the amalgamation of the A.E.U., the B. & B.S., the Sheet Metal 
Workers, and then the F.E.D. & F.A. This will create a new 
union with around 200,000 members by the time the full amalga­
mation has been consummated.
The existence of the big well-established conglomerates makes 
the achievement of a single union for some industries a long­
term prospect, because in order to achieve industrial unionism 
it would be necessary to break up the conglomerates and allocate 
their members to appropriate industrial unions. To even pose 
such a proposition is to show its unreality. For such a radical 
restructuring of the trade union movement would have to be accept­
able to the members of the conglomerates, and they are unlikely 
to accept the necessity until there was a radical restructuring of 
Australian society as a whole.
This is not to argue against industrial unionism as it is clearly 
the desirable ultimate objective. There is also no obstacle to its 
achievement now in some suitable areas where there are no 
conglomerate unions, as for example in the building and maritime 
industries, but for the obstacles which have been examined earlier 
on.
So far as the conglomerates are concerned, they are here to 
stay. So the main question surely is not one of trying to force 
the Australian trade union movement dogmatically into one mould, 
but rather of assessing what forms of organisation can best serve 
the interests of the working class at a particular stage of history.
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TABLE 1
Year T otalMembers
Percentage 
of W age 
and Salary 
Earners
Year T o ta lMembers
Percentage 
of W age 
and  Salary 
Earners
1946 1,262,658 59.5 1958 1,811,200 58
1947 1,339,457 62.9 1959 1,850,700 57
1948 1,455,800 56 1960 1,912,600 57
1949 1,520,900 57 1961 1,894,600 57
1950 1,605,300 58 1962 1,950,500 57
1951 1,690,300 60 1963 2,003,500 57
1952 1,637,500 60 1964 2,054,800 56
1963 1,679,800 60 1965 2,116,200 56
1954 1,787,500 61 1966 2,123,500 54
1955 1,801,900 61 1967 2,151,300 54
1956 1,811,400 61 1968 2,190,700 53
1957 1,810,200 59 1969 2,239,100 50
(Commonwealth Statistics)
TABLE 2
Legend
U nion M em bership
AEU SMW FIA E T U BBS BW IU
Dec. 1954 
Dec. 1969 
Gain o r loss 
G ain o r loss
75,978 
87,967 
+  11,989 
+  15.7%
26,326 
31,568 
+  5,242 
+19.7%
49,375 
67,475 
+  18,100 
+  36.6%
44,133 
62,288 
+  18,155 
+  41.1%
18,746 
33,635 
+  15,341 
+  84%
53,100 
43,525 
-  9,375 
-1 8 .0 %
(Union m em bership returns)
TABLE 3
1956 1969
G roup
Unions
in
G roup
%
T otal
Unions
G roup
M em ber­
ship
%
T otal
M ’bers
G roup
Unions
in
G roup
%
T o ta l
Unions
Group
M em ber­
ship
%
T otal
M ’bers
U nder U nder
2.000
2.000 to
5.000
266
42
70.93
11.20
132,698
126,736
7.3
7.0
2,000
2.000 to
5.000
202
40
65.37
12.94
109,300
135,800
4.9
6.1
5.000 to
10.000 22 5.87
153,548 8.5 5.000 to10.000 15 4.85 108,600 4.8
10.000 to
20.000 16 4.26 211.937 11.7
10.000 to
20.000 19 6.15 268,400 12.00
20.000 to  
30,000 10 2.67 235,043 13.0
20.000 to
30.000 8 2.59 188,500 8.4
30.000 to
40.000 10 2.67 350,672 19.4
30.000 to
40.000 7 2.27 250,200 11.2
♦0,000 to 
50,000 3 0.80 136,062 7.5
40.000 to
50.000 5 1.62 266,100 11.9
50,000
and 6 1.60 464,712 25.6
50,000
and 13 4.21 912,200 40.7
over over
T otal 375 , 100% 1,811,408 100% T ota l 309 100% 2,239,100 100%
(Com monwealth Statistics)
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TABLE 4
1966 (T otal = 375) 1969 (T o ta l =  309)
N um ber Percentage Percentage of Num ber Percentage Percentage of
of of T otal T o ta l of of T otal T otal
Unions N um ber M em bership Unions N um ber M em bership
346 92.2% 34.5% 284 92.8% 36%
29 7.7% 65.5% 25 7.2% 64%
19 5.1% 52.5% 18 0.6% 52%
356 94.9% 47.5% 291 99.4% 48%
TA B LE 5
State Affiliated
M em bership
Delegates
Entitled State
A ffiliated
M em bership
Delegates
E ntitled
Victoria 20 to 200 1 N.S.W. Less th an  500 1
201 to  500 <) 500 to  999 2
501 to 1000 3 1000 to  2999 3
1001 and upw ards 4 3000 to  4999 
Over 5000
4
5
S.A. 1 to  250 1 W.A. U p to  250 1
251 to 750 9 251 to  750 2
751 to 1250 3 751 to  1250 ;i
1251 to  1750 4 1251 to  1750 4
1751 to  2250 5 1751 to  2250 5
2251 to 3500 
with 1 m ore for 
each fu rth e r 1500 
members.
6 2251 and  over 6
Q ’ld First 1000 2 Tas. U p to  100 1
l ip  to  2000 3 101 to 200 •>
Up to  3000 4 201 to  500 3
U p to 4000 5 501 to  1000 4
Over 8000 8 1001 to  2000 
2001 and  over
5
S
ACTU
First 1,000 m em bers o r  p a rt thereof — 1 delegate
Each subsequent 2,500 m em bers o r p a r t  thereof — 2 delegates 
Each m etropo litan  T rades and Labor Council — 2 delegates
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TABLE 6
Nam e of U nion M em bership (July 1969)
A ustralian  W orkers U nion 160,000
A m algam ated Engineering U nion 86,300
A ustralasian Society of Engineers 75,000
Federated Miscellaneous W orkers U nion of, Australia 73,000
Federated Ironw orkers’ Association of A ustralia 66,259
Federated Clerks’ U nion of Australia 65,000 (W)
Electrical T rades U nion of Australia 62,000
H ospital Employees’ Federation of Australia 60,000
P rin ting  and  K indred Industries U nion 53,415
T ran sp o rt W orkers’ U nion of A ustralia 50,000
A ustralian Railways U nion 48,000
Federated M unicipal and Shire Council Employees’ U nion 
of A ustralia 48,000
A ustralasian M eat Industry  Employees’ U nion 44,495
B uilding W orkers’ Industrial U nion of A ustralia 44,000
A ustralian T ex tile  W orkers’ U nion 41,596
Federated L iquor and Allied Industries Employees' U nion 
of A ustralia 40,000
A m algam ated Postal W orkers’ U nion of A ustralia 40,000
Shop Assistants’ and W arehouse Em ployees’ Federation 
of A ustralia 39,876 (W)
A ustralian Bank Officials’ Association 38,000 (W)
C lothing and  Allied T rades U nion of A ustralia 35,000
Vehicle B uilders Employees’ Federation  of A ustralia 35,000
New South W ales T eachers’ Federation 33,757 (W)
Boilerm akers' and Blacksmiths’ Society of Australia 32,000
Sheet M etal W orking, A gricultural Im plem ent and Stove- 
m aking Indu stria l U nion of A ustralia 31,000
A dm inistrative and  Clerical Officers’ Association, Com m on­
w ealth  Public  Service 27,000 (W)
Note: (W) denotes w hite-collar unions.
(.A H andbook of A ustralian  Trade Unions and Employees' 
Associations. D. W . Rawson and  S. W rightson. Canberra.)
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